Air Force seeking to bolster E-9 ranks
New courses and new career fields could await chiefs

By Rod Hafemeister
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SAN ANTONIO — The Air Force is bringing force development to its top noncommissioned officers, creating a new professional education course and making major changes in the way it manages chief master sergeants. 

Some chiefs will find it harder to “homestead” at one job or one base for years on end, giving others chances to fill those jobs. 

Some chiefs will find themselves working in a new career field, as Air Force leaders implement what they call “an aggressive but smart cross-flow program” to move chiefs from overmanned specialties into vacant leadership positions. 

The changes are the results of suggestions from several focus groups of chiefs, command chiefs and Chief Master Sgt. of the Air Force Gerald Murray. 

“The question was, ‘How can we improve our corps?’” Murray said. “We’re clearly not stating that anything is broke — we have a great force and a great professional force. But we can make it better.” 

Brig. Gen. Richard Hassan, director of the Air Force Senior Leader Management Office, said the central idea is to provide chief master sergeants with the same kind of focused development that’s being implemented for senior officers and senior civilians. 

“I would say the most significant thing for me is the recognition that we, as an institution, probably haven’t done the best we could for these folks to develop them,” Hassan said. 

The focus on chief master sergeants was announced Jan. 12 by Gen. John Jumper in one of his chief of staff sight pictures. 

Key points include: 

• Creation of a new level of professional military education, an approximately two-week course for those selected for chief master sergeant that focuses on “big picture” operational and strategic perspectives. Air Education and Training Command is expected to have the course ready by the end of the year, Hassan said. 

Although the Air Force does a great job of preparing NCOs to become chiefs in their functional area at a tactical level, he said, the new course is intended to prepare them for operational and strategic positions, such as with joint and major commands and the Air Staff. 

More chiefs also will be sent to nontraditional development programs, such as the Center for Creative Leadership, echoing the force development of senior officers and civilians. 

• Using chiefs in overmanned career fields to fill vacancies in other fields. 

About 300 chiefs in some career fields are considered excess while there are about 115 shortages in other specialties. 

“We’re denying some of these people the opportunity to show us their leadership,” Hassan said. “We’ve got a lot of individuals who end up in E-8 and E-7 jobs because we’ve got too many in some areas — and that’s not fair to them.” 

While some career fields, such as air traffic controller or pararescue, cannot easily use a chief with a different background, many specialties can, Murray said. 

“A chief’s responsibility is to be a leader,” he said. 

• Increasing from two years to three the retainability chief-selects must have before sewing on their stripes, beginning with those selected from the chiefs’ board that meets in October. 

• Limiting how long chiefs can serve in joint, Air Staff, major command and special-duty positions to three years. Requests for in-place consecutive overseas tours and extended home-basing assignments also will receive close scrutiny and will be approved only rarely. 

• Limiting a command chief master sergeant to between two and three years in a single position. 

“We don’t allow commanders to occupy positions for three, four, five years,” Hassan said. “Two years is about right for a commander — we think two to three years is about right for command chiefs.” 

• Using a nomination process to select chiefs for Air Staff and other designated chief master sergeant billets, with major commands nominating their most qualified chiefs for open positions. 

• Conducting a top-to-bottom review of chief authorizations to ensure the limited number of chiefs — 1 percent of the total enlisted force — are used where they are most needed. 

“We want to make sure we’re using chiefs not only in the right way, but in the right places,” Hassan said. 

